This essay is concerned with the levity of Don Juan, which tends to be viewed as a form of debunking or 'de-creating' irreverence, and hence as intrinsically opposed to the religious. Against this tendency, the essay suggests firstly that levity and reverence may coexist, without the former subverting the latter, as seen in the poet's extended prayer to the Virgin Mary, which gives way to without being retroactively annulled by a gesture of flippancy. In the second place, drawing on the work of John Henry Newman, it is argued that levity is a posture that may be engendered by faith and that the intermingling of seriousness and levity -which constitutes the dominant tone of Don Juan -is 'the special characteristic of a Catholic country'.
There are a number of problems with this irreverent reading. In the first place, the Immaculate Conception doesn't mean what McGann and Haslett think it does. The doctrine -which drew upon a long tradition of popular devotion but was only proclaimed by Pope Pius IX in 1854 -does not refer to the Virgin Birth (that is, Mary's begetting of Christ). Instead, it concerns the belief that at the moment of her own conception, Mary was exempted from the inheritance of original sin. Hence, contrary to popular belief, the 'conception' refers to St Anne's conception of Mary and not to Mary's conception of Christ. 8 In the second place, the image Byron describes does not unequivocally indicate any particular doctrine or iconographic tradition. The 'Almighty dove ', referred to in stanza 103 -which is presumably what leads McGann and Haslett to claim that the image is a depiction of the Immaculate Conception (by which presumably they mean the Virgin Birth) -is indeed of course traditionally included in iconography of the Annunciation. Yet this alone isn't decisive, as it is included along with the Virgin in a range of other iconographic contexts as well, such as the Coronation of the Virgin, the Nativity of Mary, the Woman of the Apocalypse, the Virgin in Glory, the Immaculata and the enormously popular more generalised depictions of the Madonna and Child. 9 The situation is rendered more ambiguous by the reference to the Son ('may our spirits dare / Look up to thine and to thy Son's above'). Does the endpositioned adverbial 'above ' apply only to the Son or to the Virgin as well? That is to say, is the Son also included in the depiction or envisaged beyond it? The latter reading, though possible, would seem unlikely, as it requires a complicated act of spiritual imagining, which holds both figures in view, even as it keeps their realms apart; whilst the former option -which is at least as plausible -would trouble the claim that what is depicted is the Annunciation.
There are a couple of other factors, which further weaken McGann and Haslett's reading by implying a less doctrinally specific envisaging of the Virgin. For one thing, the initial description -'Ave Maria! o'er the earth and sea' -suggests the transcendent protective gaze of the Woman of the Apocalypse, rather than that of the earthly Virgin caught up in the drama of the Annunciation whilst reading or weaving the veil of the Temple. For another, the prayerful call 'Ave Maria!', which is fervently repeated across several stanzas, is of course associated with the angelus -and hence the Annunciationthough it also appears to involve a 'mobile ' or fluidly conceived referent, which begins as a diffused sense of immanent holiness ('The rosy flood of twilight's sky', 'the forest leaves seem'd stirr'd with prayer') and only subsequently settles into a particularised image. Furthermore, when the image of the Virgin does cohere into a particularised figure, we find a similar ambiguity in the description of her gaze; for on the one hand her 'downcast eyes' suggest the humbly lowered gaze of the Annunciation, whilst on the other hand the fact that they 'strike ' suggests that she is facing the viewer. What this compound depiction thus seems to indicate is that the poet isn't addressing any single image, but is instead addressing the Virgin herself, whom he envisages beyond but by means of a variety of images. This reading is supported by the poet's conception of their communion as a matter of spiritual vision ('may our spirits dare / Look up to thine and to thy Son's above '); it also makes sense of the reference to the Son and their location 'above '. Why does all of this matter?
If, as I have attempted to show, Byron's depiction of the Virgin Mary is not a portrait of the Immaculate Conception, but is instead a more generalised devotional image with allusions to the Annunciation -that is no more risqué than most conventional visual depictions (in which the Virgin is invariably 'fair' without this being a sign of lewdness) -then it would cease contrapuntally to put us in mind of the sexual union of Juan and Haidée, which is in any case, at this precise moment, a matter of nudging and winking speculation. Without this alleged ironic parallel, the 'irreverent' reading would seem hard to sustain.
There are of course more positive reasons for seeing these stanzas in another light. For a start, one might point towards the continuity of tone between the hymn to the Virgin and the wistful lyricism of the subsequent apostrophes ('Sweet hour of twilight!' [III, 105] , 'Oh, Hesperus!' [III, 107], 'Soft hour!' [III, 108] ). Also, instead of a relationship of ironic dissonance, the poet's prayer may be said to effect a sympathetic closing of distance, since the stanzas constitute a metaleptic transgression, as the narrator leans over the diegetic fence and shares in his characters' twilight epiphany. Such transgressions typically serve as a disruptive gesture, in that they humorously dispel the narrative illusion -as, for example, in the novels of Fielding. Here, however, the palimpsestic merging of worlds intensifies the Romantic moment. There would additionally seem to be an expression of reverence in the poet's supplication to Mary ('may our spirits dare / Look up to thine and to thy Son's above'), whose courteously modalised illocution serves as a kind of rhetorical genuflection, 10 which deferentially backs away from its own asking, speaks with awe of the distance to be crossed and prays that it might be permissible to pray. It's hard to see anything saucy in this.
There is, furthermore, a literary subtext to Byron's prayer, which offers us a clue to its genesis and tone. We are pointed towards this by the translation of the opening of Canto VIII of Purgatorio that follows Byron's 'Ave Maria' ('Soft hour! which wakes the wish and melts the heart […]' [DJ, III, 108]). What we find, if we look at the original context of these lines, is that at the end of the preceding canto of Purgatorio, Dante the pilgrim is led to a place of rest above the Valley of Princes, where, as the sun begins to set, and as he registers the ineffable beauty of nature, he hears the Marian antiphon 'Salve Regina' (VII, 82) -a hymn invoking the Virgin Mary, traditionally sung after vespers (to which Byron refers twice in his 'Marian' stanzas). 11 To the souls in purgatory, the 'Salve Regina' is a prayer of exile, drenched in longing; though it is a longing that is elicited and leavened by a disclosure of that for which they yearn. It is this poignant mixture of elation and longing that is, I think, evinced in Byron's prayer too.
Let us pause for a moment to put things into perspective. It would be silly to suggest that the cadence of distended affection I am trying to highlight in Byron's prayer is anything like a dominant voice in the poem or that the posture of reverence can be sustained for long. On the contrary, just as laughter leaves the poet 'doubly serious shortly after' (Beppo, 2), reverence seems inversely to elicit his sense of frivolity -as we can see from the shift into facetious bravado in the stanza following the 'Ave Maria' (DJ, III, 104).
12 However, the poem would be significantly impoverished if we failed to recognise that its 'quietly facetious' or satirical manner is itself at times sundered by the reverence at which it smirks.
13 Such moments of reverence are 'rather transitory, perhaps'; but, as the narrator of Don Juan points out, 'who would scorn the month of June, / Because December, with his breath so hoary, / Must come?' (X, 9). In the second place, it shouldn't be accepted without question that there is something necessarily impious about the quick succession of devotion and levity or that the poem's moments of religious reverence are retroactively effaced by the levity they provoke. This is the implication of Hoxie Fairchild's charmingly epigrammatical description of 'a mind too idealistic to refrain from blowing bubbles, and too realistic to refrain from pricking them.'
14 It is also implied by Anne Mellor's model of Romantic irony, whose cycle of creation and 'de-creation' seems to leave nothing in the wake of its selfconsuming whorl.
15 How might such assumptions be countered? A defence of the poem's heterogeneous tonality is provided by Byron himself in the form of another poem -namely, his translation of Pulci's Morgante Maggiore, which he completed whilst working on Cantos III and IV of Don Juan. As Peter Vassallo has observed, Byron's translation of the Morgante -which includes a reverent invocation to the Virgin Mary that modulates into a medley of comedic voices -was 'an indirect form of self-justification', which was 'primarily intended to demonstrate that a poet could be facetious about religious matters and still not incur the charge of blasphemy.' 16 More generally, as his comments to Murray reveal, Byron sought to make plain in his translation of Pulci that his work stood in an alternative Catholic tradition -as distinct from the tradition of Protestant dissent, associated with the other English Romantics 17 -in which such practice was sanctioned by precedent:
I think my translation of Pulci will make you stare -it must be put by the original stanza for stanza and verse for verse -and you will see what was permitted in a Catholic country and a bigotted age to a Churchman on the score of religion; -and so tell those buffoons who accuse me of attacking the liturgy. 18 Against the assumption that Byron's levity 'de-creates' or 'desecrates' -as Mellor and Hazlitt, respectively, have it 19 -one might draw attention to the counter-theories of comedy and play by Peter Berger, Harvey Cox, Hugo Rahner and others, which see in humour a signal of transcendence. 20 According to such theories, the experience of levity involves a momentary sense of liberation from finitude, which analogically gestures towards -and engenders a 'wild, irrational hope' for -an ultimate liberation from our finite state. 21 Of course, if one believes that death has no afterwards and shall have dominion, such intimations and moments of escape will be no more than a welcome or sickening illusion. But if we are prepared to countenance the possibility of 'a better country' (Hebrews, 11:16), the experience of levity will potentially have a proleptic dimension, in that it may appear 'as a promise of a reality yet to come.' 22 The significance of this for the interpretation of comic literature is indicated by Berger as follows:
We quite miss the point if we only laugh at Don Quixote because he rides against windmills. The point is that, in the magic of the Quixotic universe, the windmills really cease to be windmills and are metamorphosed into a promise of glory. Of course, we know that 'in this aeon', as the New Testament puts it, the ride of Don Quixote ends in a sad return to what we take for granted as reality. But the Christian faith means looking toward the aeon that is to come. The magic moment of comedy foreshadows this aeon, when redemption becomes the one overpowering reality of the universe.
If this is the case, the debunking, de-creation or desecration of the ideal that is thought to be accomplished by Byron's levity would not efface its proleptic significance, since this would survive as a kind of eschatological remainder, even as its foundations are torn down in our view.
And yet perhaps even this is conceding too much, if we assume that levity is intrinsically opposed to the religious. Byron, for one, certainly didn't think so -at least not after living in 'the Capital of Christianity'. 24 In the second part of this essay, therefore, I want to reflect more generally on such issues as they relate to Don Juan and to venture the even bolder suggestion that levity may itself be a religious posture.
II
That levity was widely opposed to the religious and that Don Juan took issue with this opposition is revealed by the fact that Byron proposed as an arch epigraph for the poem 'No Hopes for them as laughs' -a rebuke, as Byron was fond of recalling, delivered by the Methodist preacher John Stickles on perceiving a 'profane grin' on the faces of some of his congregation. 25 That there are -or were in the nineteenth century -radical differences between Protestants and Catholics in relation to such issues is brought to light with particular clarity by John Henry Newman in a lecture on 'The Religious State of Catholic Countries' in 1850. (Newman had visited Rome, as a Protestant, on a grand tour in 1832, though was writing in 1850 as a Catholic.) At the outset of the lecture -which addresses the objections of a hypothetical Protestant antagonist -Newman makes emphatically clear that the characteristics with which he is concerned are attributable to religion and are not a matter of 'national differences'. 26 Thus, he argues, Catholicism produces 'a certain very definite character on a nation and on individuals' -which will, he suggests, seem irreverent or profane in the eyes of his Protestant antagonist. At the centre of these differences, which Newman subsequently refers to as a matter of 'tone ', is the relationship between faith and love or religion and morality. As Newman explains:
Protestants […] consider that faith and love are inseparable; where there is faith, there, they think, are love and obedience; and in proportion to the strength and degree of the former, are the strength and degree of the latter. They do not think the inconsistency possible of really believing without obeying; and, where they see disobedience, they cannot imagine there the existence of real faith. Catholics, on the other hand, hold that faith and love, faith and obedience, faith and works, are simply separable, and ordinarily separated, in fact; that faith does not imply love, obedience, or works; that the firmest faith, so as to move mountains, may exist without love, -that is, real faith, as really faith in the strict sense of the word as the faith of a martyr or a doctor. 27 Whilst Newman's account manifestly has an apologetic cast, his characterisation of nineteenth-century Catholicism corresponds to Shelley's vitriolic description in his Preface to The Cenci, written in 1819:
[R]eligion in Italy is not, as in Protestant countries, a cloak to be worn on particular days; or a passport which those who do not wish to be railed at carry with them to exhibit; or a gloomy passion for penetrating the impenetrable mysteries of our being, which terrifies its possessor at the darkness of the abyss to the brink of which it has conducted him. Religion coexists, as it were, in the mind of an Italian Catholic, with a faith in that of which all men have the most certain knowledge. It is interwoven with the whole fabric of life. It is adoration, faith, submission, penitence, blind admiration; not a rule for moral conduct.
[…] The most atrocious villain may be rigidly devout, and without any shock to established faith, confess himself to be so. Religion pervades intensely the whole frame of society, and is according to the temper of the mind which it inhabits, a passion, a persuasion, an excuse, a refuge; never a check. 28 Of course, Shelley's argument is that the Catholic religion serves to sanction if not encourage crime (though in his view, Catholicism and Protestantism are both the worst). However, Newman's assessment is rather more nuanced, in that it seeks to defend the faith of Catholicism whilst criticising the morality of its practitioners. (For Shelley, religious faith -at least as it was propounded by the church -was a delusion, and so only of value insofar as it promotes ethical behaviour. If, therefore, it ceases to do so, it is worthless or baneful. For Newman, though, who believed that religion orients us towards an ultimate reality, faith -even where it is disjoined from morality -may be efficacious and of value in itself.) In short, what Newman appears to be suggesting is that whereas faith from a Protestant point of view is more tethered to moral conduct -such that the one is read as a sign of the other -from a Catholic perspective it is independent of morality and is instead a matter of spiritual vision or a sense of living in the presence of unseen realities. It is, he explains, for the Catholic 'illuminative, not operative '. 29 This distinction has been elaborated by Andrew Greeley, who argues that 'the Catholic religious imagination' fundamentally differs from 'the Protestant religious imagination', in that the latter tends to emphasise the transcendence of God and His absence from creation, whilst the former tends to emphasise the immanence of God and His presence within creation. Thus, he claims:
Catholics live in an enchanted world, a world of statues and holy water, stained glass and votive candles, saints and religious medals, rosary beads and holy pictures. But these Catholic paraphernalia are mere hints of a deeper and more pervasive religious sensibility which inclines Catholics to see the Holy lurking in creation.
[…] This special Catholic imagination can appropriately be called sacramental. It sees created reality as a 'sacrament', that is, a revelation of the presence of God. 30 According to Newman, it is this 'sacramental' vision, dissociated from moralitywhich is revealed and fostered in Catholic cultures by a prevalence of mediating forms -that engenders the 'mixture of seriousness and levity' that is 'the special character of a Catholic country'. It is on account of this, he argues, that Catholics are 'natural, unaffected, easy, and cheerful, in their mention of sacred things'; it is likewise due to this that Catholics speak 'lightly of the Almighty', whilst still believing in Him, sing 'jocose songs about the Blessed Virgin' and tell stories about 'the evil spirit […] in levity'; and it is this, he claims, that leads Catholics to be 'rude where they should be reverent, jocose where they should be grave '. 31 Newman's account usefully brings several things to light, in spite of its rather caricaturing cast (though arguably his comments accurately reflect nineteenth-century religious attitudes because and not in spite of their caricatures). Most importantly for our purposes, it makes clear that levity is not in itself irreligious. On the contrary, it is, according to Newman, something that is engendered by faith. 32 In the process, however, in relating the attitude of religious levity to a distinctive Catholic conception of faith, Newman also explains how it nonetheless came to be viewed as irreligious or a sign of unbelief to what Shelley refers to as 'a Protestant apprehension'. 33 If Newman's account -which is corroborated by even as it disagrees with Shelley's -is essentially correct, it would imply a subtle but significant adjustment of the received view that what Don Juan represents is 'ultimately an Italian way of looking at the world.' 34 For whilst Byron was of course brought up in a very different religious environment, insofar as his levity was something that developed during his time in Italy -as the turn towards comedy in Beppo suggests -it would seem attributable not simply to Italian culture as such, but also and perhaps even primarily to the Catholicism of that country. 35 To be sure, Byron may have picked up the tone of Catholicism without sharing in the sacramental vision out of which it arises. Yet when the poet describes the appeal of Catholicism, whilst clearly speaking as an outsider looking in, he seems to come close to this sensibility:
It is by far the most elegant worship, hardly excepting the Greek mythology. What with incense, pictures, statues, altars, shrines, relics, and the real presence, confession, absolution, -there is something sensible to grasp at. Besides, it leaves no possibility of doubt; for those who swallow their Deity, really and truly, in transubstantiation, can hardly find any thing else otherwise than easy of digestion. 36 Moreover, it is, I think, possible to discern an 'eschatological' perspective in Don Juan that underwrites the narrator's levity and suggests it may converge towards the 'Mozartian suspension between laughter and tears' of which Rahner speaks. 37 More specifically, I wish to suggest that there are in Don Juan a number of elements, symphonically related, which may individually seem insignificant, but which taken together constitute just such an eschatological perspective. Most conspicuously, this is brought into view by the narrator's allusion to biblical figures, stories and motifsmost prominent amongst which is the story of the Fall.
Since Byron's allusions to Scripture have been systematically traced by Travis Looper, 38 and since the importance of the Fall in Byron's thought has been established by critics opposed to and in favour of a religious reading of his work, I shall confine myself here to some general remarks. Byron's allusions to biblical material in Don Juan are, as Wolf Z. Hirst has claimed, often iconoclastic or burlesquing by design, and the intertext is typically 'submerged in Byron's secular and more pessimistic context'. 39 But as Hirst also perceptively observes, the claims of Scripture 'remain too strong to be laughed out of existence by Byron's satire ' and reassert themselves, in spite of the poet, such that there ensues a 'contest between Byron's attempt to subvert biblical motifs and the Bible 's residual power […] to subvert his intended subversion.' 40 Yet one could go even further than Hirst -who claims that in his non-biblical works, such as Don Juan, Byron retains 'complete control' over the biblical themes and images he introduces 41 -since, as Erich Auerbach famously argued, Scripture makes a claim to absolute authority, as a universal vision, which 'seeks to overcome our reality'. He writes:
it is tyrannical -it excludes all other claims. The world of the Scripture stories is not satisfied with claiming to be a historically true reality -it insists that it is the only real world, is destined for autocracy. All other scenes, issues, and ordinances have no right to appear independently of it, and it is promised that all of them, the history of all mankind, will be given their due place within its frame, will be subordinated to it. 42 Thus, I would argue, the poet isn't completely in control, for whilst Don Juan subsumes its biblical material, in another sense it subsumes Don Juan -by virtue of its superordinate claim to encompass all reality, even if its author refuses this claim.
In the second place, there are the moral interjections of the narrator (which suggest that Byron doesn't entirely refuse this claim). Indeed, it may be plausibly argued that the traditional Sganarelle-Leporello role (the servant of Don Juan, who acts as 'heaven's spokesperson' and warns the Don he stands under divine judgement) has been assimilated into Byron's narrator, who keeps a religious awareness alive, albeit often in an ironic register, even if it is something that neither he nor his characters can ultimately accept.
Take, for instance, the stanzas describing the love-affair of Juan and Haidée in Canto II, which contain everything we 've come to expect from the poem -a vivid portrayal of electric passion; a vision of nature, at once intimate and sublime, suffused with a numinous consanguine glow; a sense of transcendence and sanctity in sex; an urbane and congenitally jokey narrator, whose fruity intrusions provide a camp foil to the natural supernaturalism -but which also contain the following reflections: Alas! they were so young, so beautiful, So lonely, loving, helpless, and the hour Was that in which the heart is always full, And, having o'er itself no further power, Prompts deeds eternity can not annul, But pays off moments in an endless shower Of hell-fire -all prepared for people giving Pleasure or pain to one another living.
Alas! for Juan and Haidée! they were So loving and so lovely -till then never, Excepting our first parents, such a pair Had run the risk of being damn'd for ever; And Haidée, being devout as well as fair, Had, doubtless, heard about the Stygian river, And hell and purgatory -but forgot Just in the very crisis she should not. (II, 3)
The narrator's comments are contorted with sympathy and culminate in a couplet of wry litotes, which seems to make light of the situation and seeks to elicit our endorsement of its levity. However, there doesn't appear to be any tittering involved in 'deeds eternity cannot annul' or 'an endless shower / Of hell-fire'. And whilst the narrator's levity may suggest a scepticism towards such beliefs, it isn't sufficient to expunge the claims of the perspective they open up and which he has elected to bring into the poem. As Hirst points out: 'A person who questions or rejects a given biblical doctrine is still subject to its subtle pressure when confronting the motif in which the doctrine is embedded.' 43 In the third place, it is possible to discern in the poem a pattern of 'eschatological indifference '. This phrase is used by Max Weber to describe the posture of this-worldly detachment recommended by Paul in 1 Corinthians 7, in which he counsels: 'they that have wives be as though they had none; And they that weep, as though they wept not; and they that rejoice, as though they rejoiced not; and they that buy, as though they possessed not; And they that use this world, as not abusing it: for the fashion of this world passeth away.' 44 This posture of 'eschatological indifference' is evinced in Don Juan in a number of ways. It is apparent in the narrator's recurrent attempts to step as it were outside of finitude and look back on existence sub specie aeternitatis: This is a particularly extreme example, as it isn't simply a stepping out of the spatiotemporal parameters of the narrative, but rather an attempt to step out of time and space as such. However, the poem repeatedly aspires to this kind of 'future anterior' or transcendent perspective. Indeed, the attainment of a 'celestial' gaze is the avowed aim of the poem's narrator, who claims to have 'shunned the common shore' and instead seeks to 'skim / The Ocean of Eternity' (DJ, X, 4) -the prospect of which causes his 'internal Spirit' to 'cut a caper' (X, 3). The stance of eschatological detachment is also revealed in the attitude of contemptus mundi that permeates the poem and which finds its most overt expression in the references to Ecclesiastes and the vanity of this-worldly affairs:
Ecclesiastes said, that all is VanityMost modern preachers say the same, or show it By their examples of true Christianity;
In short, all know, or very soon may know it; And in this scene of all-confessed inanity, By saint, by sage, by preacher, and by poet, Must I restrain me, through the fear of strife, From holding up the Nothingness of life? (VII, 6) Finally, the posture of 'eschatological indifference' is consummately embodied in the character of Aurora Raby, who like Juan is a Catholic and may fairly be described as 'in the world but not of the world'. She has, for instance, 'an aspect beyond time' and 'look'd as if she sat by Eden's door' (XV, 45); the 'worlds beyond this world's perplexing waste / Had more of her existence' (XVI, 48); and she renews in Juan a 'love of higher things and better days; / The unbounded hope, and heavenly ignorance / Of what is called the world, and the world's ways' (XVI, 108). On two occasions, the narrator even explicitly refers to her attitude of 'indifference' towards worldly affairs and comments on her refusal to indulge in any 'vanity' (XV, 77; 83; 73). What can we deduce from this?
Byron's poem, as Richard Cronin points out, involves a 'delighted accommodation of difference ' and makes space 'for as many different kinds of words, as many mannerisms, as many "rigmaroles" as possible.' 45 None of these features of the poem therefore -his allusions to Scripture, his moral interjections or the prevalence of a posture of 'eschatological indifference ' -is in itself accorded a special prestige. And yet this doesn't mean that they are 'simply […] rival rigmaroles', as Cronin goes on to conclude, for they coalesce into a cumulatively constituted context that exceeds their individual significance but to which they synecdochically point. And whilst Byron does not uniquely privilege this perspective, it exerts a force and informs the poem's tone in a way that other 'rigmaroles' do not. (Indeed, according to Hoxie Fairchild, the stanza referring to Ecclesiastes and the poet's 'holding up the nothingness of life' encapsulates 'the real theme of Don Juan'. 46 ) On this basis, it seems possible to affirm that Byron didn't simply pick up the tone of Catholicism, as one picks up an accent, whilst living in Italy. Rather, as the pervasive presence of an 'eschatological perspective' suggests, the poem's levity has an ontological warrant, which bespeaks a more profound connection between the religion towards which the poet inclined and the 'gaiety and grace' (DJ, IV, 81) of his masterpiece. clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars' (Revelation, 12:1). However, we also find portrayals of the Virgin surrounded by inscriptions and symbols of the litany, referring to her freedom from original sin, which are incorporated into the landscape or carried by saints (as painted, for instance, by Zurbarán, Vincente Macip and Vincenzo di Antonio Frediani). 9 Whilst it is obviously impossible to establish with any precision how familiar Byron was with these iconographic traditions, it seems reasonable to suppose that they would have been hard to overlook for someone living in Italy and inclining towards Catholicism. All of the images listed above, for example -involving the Virgin and the 'Almighty dove' in contexts other than the Annunciationare to be found in churches which Byron may have visited whilst writing Don Juan in Venice. One particular example that we may be certain he saw, however, is the eighteenth-century altarpiece in the monastery church of San Lazzaro by Domenico Fedeli ('il Maggiotto') of the Nativity of the Virgin ('Natività della Madonna'), which resembles the traditional Madonna and Child icon -only in this case the infant is Mary sitting in the lap of St Anne -and includes a prominent depiction of the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove above the infant Virgin. 10 'Dare ' is used here as a marginal modal, which -in addition to 'may' -politely adds a shade of indirectness to the request, though it also calls attention to the moral and ontological chasm between the speaker and addressee. 11 Dante, The Divine Comedy, Purgatorio, trans. John D. Sinclair (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1939). 12 Byron's manuscript draft of these lines begins 'Are not these pretty stanzas? -some folks say -', which suggests the self-conscious swerve into levity occurs at this point -that is, after the prayer, CPW, V, p. 198n. 13 Byron is of course not usually associated with religious reverence; and yet according to his valet, Fletcher, this was -or became -an important part of his personality: 'I have seen my lord repeatedly on meeting or passing any religious ceremonies which the Roman Catholics have in their frequent processions, while at Nivia, near Venice, dismount his horse and fall on his knees, and remain in the posture till the procession had passed; and one of his lordship's grooms, who was backward in following the example of his lordship, my lord gave a violent reproof to. 
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